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Abstract 

The human mind is highly influenced by dopamine, widely known as the “motivation 
molecule”, the lack of which could lead to depression. On the other hand, the presence of 
dopamine boosts drive, focus and concentration and helps to gain a positive outlook to life. 
Virginia Woolfs use of lexical expressions both on the textual and subjective level seems to 
aid in solidifying the fluctuating dopamine thereby justifying the suicidal tendency of Woolf 
and apparently her characters in the fictional canvas. On analyzing her works by looking at 
the language with psychological orientation, the semantic changes that take place are 
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pejorative rather than ameliorative. Woolfs strategic use of words like “life”, “death” and 
“no” along with other words like “fall”, “alone”, “dark” and “age” puts the author’s 
fascination for death in a more advantaged light. Further, her switching back and forth from a 
specific set of words consistently seems to push her in the spotlight which demands a craving 
to death. 

I meant to write about death, only life came breaking in as usual. 

-Virginia Woolf 

Julia Stephen, Woolfs mother, died in 1895, leaving behind 13 years old Virginia Woolf 
alone. Before she could cope up with the grief of her mother’s demise, Woolf was terrified by 
yet another death in the family when in 1897 her half-sister, Stella Duckworth passed away. 
In 1904, the 19 years old, Virginia Woolf lost her father, Leslie Stephen, which led to her one 
of the many nervous breakdowns, subsequent to which she was briefly institutionalized. In 
1906 when her brother, Thoby Stephen breathed last, Woolf lost all her faith in life as she 
expected he would distinguish himself someday but had to surrender before death. 

The early deaths in her family instilled a hate-love relationship with death in her 
mind, affecting her life to the extent that she was always on the threat of life and had 
developed latent insecurity, which lurks in her all creations through her conscious or 
unconscious choice in the selection of words, whether they are used positively or negatively. 
In Virginia Woolfs magnum opus, we find a certain group of words, which used in isolation, 
may be positive, but when used in association produce a negative or otherwise meaning. For 
instance, a word Tight’ or ‘sun’ in isolation are highly positive words, but when any character 
in Woolfs works refers these words in the association of the context, it contextually and 
enigmatically produces a negative meaning. 

Woolfs novels are laden with more pejorative phrases and sentences rather than 
ameliorative. It alludes that Woolf is desperately in want of positive things in her gloomy life. 
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From her first novel, The Voyage Out (1915) to the last novel, Between The Acts (1941), a 
series of words can be found which trail Woolfs subconsciousness towards escape from the 
world, that is shown in her relationships with Vita Sackville West and Leonard Woolf. 

Woolfs escape from the world and relationships; her letter to her husband voicing her 
regret of not being able to be good to him, her diversion from her father’s ideas, both on the 
intellectual or corporeal level is transparently visible in almost all of her works. Her 
characters, be a protagonist or a minor character use a set of words, which depict an image of 
their creator's mind, full of isolation, disassociation, dissection, depression and surrender to 
death. 

The present study analyses the oeuvre of Virginia Woolf from the lexical and semantic 
point of view along with the critical discourse analysis and tries to establish following issues: 

1. How do certain words when used repeatedly affect the mind of an individual whether 
they are used in reality or in fiction? 

2. How Woolfs diary entries frame her ideas of life and death in her fictional work? 

A woman disengaged from the world, Rachel Vinrace emerges as a character bound in 
Woolfs literary allusions about impending death, only to give an inkling of the “deep pool of 
sticky water” which later takes away the life of the author itself. 

She fell into a deep pool of sticky water, which eventually closed over her head. She 
saw nothing and heard nothing but a faint booming sound, which was the sound of the 
sea rolling over her head. While all her tormentors thought that she was dead, she 
was not dead, but curled up at the bottom of the sea. 

— Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out 

The title of the novel itself seems to be a voyage out to the place where the 
protagonist meets death, the final destination, which could be gauged on the basis of Rachel’s 
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early development which is suppressed as the protagonist’s education is incomplete and is 
based on irrelevancies. The heroine of Woolfs first novel does not seem to have a clear 
vision of a meaningful future. The autobiographical links to Virginia Woolf and on her 
process of the literary creation not only helps Woolf to be viewed as a writer out of time and 
place, but also Rachel as a character who is out of time and place. The voyage seems like a 
journey only to end at the destination of death, which is also echoed in the diary entries of 
Virginia Woolf, “I sometimes feel surprised...when I realize that we all set on a journey, as 
human beings, with all our ceremonies and marriages.” 

On closely observing Virginia Woolfs diaries, it is found that her diaries are replete with 
the rain and water imageries. When these imageries are analyzed contextually they patently 
evoke the pejorative essence of gloominess and darkness, unlike the usually ameliorative 
annotated meaning of rain as the symbol of rebirth and cleansing, confirming Woolfs 
anxieties and insecurities about the looming First World War threats. When Woolf says 
“Does the weather prompt suicide?” or “Rain again today.” her stance on deploying rain as a 
pejorative phrase is evident. Even while talking about Hardy’s poems, Woolf uses same 
imageries as she uses to illustrate the weather repetitively referring it as “too melancholy and 
sordid”. Furthermore, the discussion of the future is always done in pejorative terms, for 
instance, “The future is dark” or “practically no light come in”. The obsession of using water 
imageries further prefigures her suicide in 1941 when Woolf immersed herself in the water. 

In the initial few pages of the novel, Woolf describes the state of mind of a character as a 
wound exposed in the rain. The imagery of rain is constantly employed throughout the course 
of the novel, as Woolf sets the backdrop of the novel in such a way that either it is always 
raining or the weather turns out to be terribly cold, making the seasonal setting barely 
pleasant. Towards the end of the novel, just before Rachel is about to breath her last, 
Terrence says that their city might experience rain the subsequent day, which affirms the 
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notion of gloominess and death associated to rain. Unlike other sections of the novel, the 
concluding section illustrates rain at greater length, describing the rain swishing with the 
sounds of windows being shut and doors slamming ferociously. Rachel’s impending death 
gathers the spotlight when the room grows darker to “several degrees” and the narrative 
opines that the “wind seemed to be driving waves of darkness.” Towards the conclusion, the 
rain imagery appears more than once in a sentence, elucidating the backdrop of storm with 
strongly pejorative phrases like “extinguishing the light”, “rattling the skylight” and “dark 
walk in the rain”. The rain which is synonymous of the intensifying grief of the protagonist 
ceases only after her death. 

The novel is filled with the explicit and subtle expressions related to suicide and death. As 
the novel reaches towards its climax, the readers are told about Terrence having suicidal 
thoughts. As the novel progresses, Susan commits suicide by taking poison and we are also 
told about Sinclair writing to Evelyn daily of having suicidal thoughts. Analogously, the 
reference to death is prevalent throughout the novel, wherein there is petty discussion over 
the death of the pets among elites along with the painful illustration of death of various 
characters. The characters are often sketched lying without moving as “still and cold as 
death”. From the thinly clouded “colourless October sky” to the “smell of the broom” which 
reminds of funeral and death, the narrative recurrently brings up the image of death through 
the quivering lips and nervous demeanour of the protagonist, Rachel. 

As Lee states while analyzing Woolfs letters, Woolfs life journey was in many ways like 
Rachel’s journey which Woolf herself attributes the strangeness she herself felt to Rachel. 
The death of Rachel Vinrace is a clear suggestion of Woolf s determination to follow the path 
of rupture and novelty latter. The figure of death is present from the very onset of Rachel’s 
voyage. She dies mysteriously of a fever soon after declaring her love to Hewet, which 
indicates that it is only death which works as the fulfilment of Rachel and Hewet’s love. 
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Throughout the course of the novel, love and death are linked firmly, keeping both Rachel’s 
love and death in the same light. The topsy-turvy between love and death work as the 
microcosm of the overall thematic pattern of the novel. 

With the death of Rachel Vinrace, Woolf is aware of the fact that the character of 
Rachel has taken her to a realm where her own struggles as an author to resolve the tension 
between reality and language could also be resolved. This serves to elucidate why it is only 
when Rachel dies that her fiance, Terrence is ultimately able to come across the peaceful bliss 
of their perfect union. Death not only allows both Woolf and her readers to see beyond the 
various tensions, which work as the theme and form for the novel, but also allows the love 
between Hewet and Rachel to transcend such conflicts taking them beyond the barriers of 
language. Moreover, unlike the Victorian novels, the heroine here in The Voyage Out is 
designed to die rather than being a part of the traditional marriage and everything that it 
sustains. This could also be called rebellion against the patriarchal order. Besides, Woolf 
keeps the reason of Rachel’s death ambiguous as she obscures her own presence by refusing 
to represent the biographical details. 

Woolfs recurrent “glooms” and the experience of “non-being” about which she 
writes in her diaries emphasizes the dark aspect of her enduring struggle with bipolar mental 
illness, which could be traced in the marked meanings of ‘nothing’ and its variants. Although 
the melancholic and depressing traces are noticeable in the form of negative locution 
throughout her work, it comes across most significantly in To the Lighthouse. Words like 
“never”, “no”, “not” and specifically “nothing” often clustered in a series of phrases occur 
frequently in close proximity. Through such saturation, negative locutions demarcate and 
paradoxically illuminate the darker subtext of the novel. 

During 1925, when Woolf was composing To the Lighthouse she underwent two 
severe experiences of mental illness. The first nervous breakdown took place at Vanessa 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


387 


Bell’s home in August 1925, which Woolf describes in her diary as a “long period of ill 
health” that followed only two weeks after she began to compose the novel. The second 
nervous breakdown happened during the summer and fall of 1926, which further interrupted 
her progress on the novel as it neared completion. A few weeks later, Woolf further 
elaborated on the sense of horror which she was experiencing since the past few days clearly 
articulating her longing for death and agonizing experiences of depression- 

I begin to march blindly forward... I say it doesn ’t matter. Nothing matters. I become 
rigid and straight, and sleep again, and half weeks and feel the waves beginning... 
The onset of ‘intense depression ’ came ‘not from something definite but from 
nothing. ’ ‘Where there is nothing’ the phrase came (back) to me, as I sat at the table 
in the drawing room. 

This phrase became Woolfs designation for her experience of acute emotional nullity 
that defied articulation despite her endeavour to find a language for it. Virtually every major 
scene in the narrative exhibits the centrality of negative language to the meaning of the novel. 
In her Moments of Being, Woolf reflects that when To the Lighthouse was written she “ceased 
to be obsessed with her mother’s death.” 

The section “Time Passes” turns out to be the silent requiem for the dead people in the 
novel. Andrew’s remark in the beginning of the section- “It’s almost too dark to see” not only 
gives us the intuition of what is to approach soon but also symbolizes darkness as the 
approach of death. The vacant house seems to be “death” with no inhabitants present behind 
“the doors locked” and “wood that cracked” in the “nights full of wind”. Interestingly, Woolf 
illustrates the death of the characters in the brackets, which she justifies in her diaries as the 
technique which serves as “the flight of time and the consequent break of unity in my 
design.” The vacant and deserted house stands as the symbol of what is happening to the 
characters during this period. Just as “one by one the lamps were all extinguished”, we leam 
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about the death of the three characters one by one, elucidating the feeling of chaos, despair 
and loneliness. The desolate house foreshadows the deaths in the family. 

Despite the fact that Mrs Ramsay’s death is the central event of the novel, it is 
reported in parenthesis, which indicates that Woolf constantly avoids talking about death 
explicitly. Mrs Ramsay’s death serves as the “functional death” and assists in making 
structural development in the plot. Even though Mrs Ramsay’s death is reported behind the 
scene, not only the characters but the readers too are affected by the news. Her death makes 
Cam and James realize that they were too hard on their father, which further leads to establish 
an understanding between the family members. Mrs Ramsay gives death a broader meaning 
in Woolfs oeuvre. As the narrative unfolds she emerges as the negative force which not only 
usurps the lighthouse but also prevents the integration of the family as long as she lives. It is 
only after her death that James and Cam are able to visit the lighthouse and are symbolically 
united with their father. 

Just like Woolf, Lily Briscoe deeply mourns the death of her mother, Mrs Ramsay but 
is incapable of expressing what she feels precisely. She reflects, “For really, what did she 
feel, come back after all these years and Mrs Ramsay dead? Nothing, nothing- nothing that 
she could express at all.” Dealing with death in her life, Lily has an instructive epiphany that 
lets her complete the work of mourning and physically complete the painting. Mrs Ramsay’s 
death works as a revelation for Lily and at the end she is able to approve of the things she 
used to disapprove about her mother. 

Pejorative phrases like “nothing” and “pain” consistently repeat not only in the novel 
but also in the diaries during this period, asserting Woolfs predominant preoccupations with 
questions of death and meaning of life. 

The study reports Virginia Woolfs escape from personality as a fictional and 
autobiographical writer. As an author who lived a long literary life and continued to write 
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right before she committed suicide, it is apparent that she hides her real emotions while 
recording her diary entries in the apprehension of being infamous if her diary is published 
after her death as a form of the literary piece. 

Woolfs desire of being presented in a favourable light eternally is quite evident when 
she reflects analogous emotions in her fiction but proposes the very same ideas in guarded 
guise in her diary entries. The watchfulness regarding her suicidal intentions is thoroughly 
present in her fiction and diary entries. The insecurity of how people might perceive her is 
constantly lurking in the switch to her diary entries and fiction. 

On analyzing the works through Critical Discourse Analysis it could be said that since 
Woolfs life was overshadowed by death from an early age, she was acutely aware of the 
shadow of the death. In the years between 1895 and 1902 she lost her mother, half-sister, 
brother and father. Furthermore, less than a decade later, Europe was consumed by war and 
consequently public mourning became part of everyone’s life. In this period, Woolf 
attempted suicide twice and finally succeeded in 1941, which affirms that the idea of death 
and suicide loomed over Woolfs mind long before she committed suicide at the age of 59. 
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